Living in America: Challenges Facing New Immigrants and Refugees by unknown
Living In America:
Challenges Facing New Immigrants 
and Refugees
Prepared for the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation by
Lake Snell Perry Mermin/Decision Research
August 2006
Edited by: Katherine E. Garrett
Table of Contents
Executive Summary .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .3
Introduction and Background to the Study   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .4
Social Issues Affecting Health Outcomes in New Immigrants and Refugees   .  .5
The Education System  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .5
Job Opportunities and Housing  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .9
Isolation of Immigrant and Refugee Communities   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 11
Prejudice, Discrimination and Lack of Cultural Understanding  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 17
Recommendations  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 22
Program-Related Actions   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 22
Communications Methods  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 25
Appendix A: Study Methodology  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 29
Appendix B: Issues Ranked by Frequency and Prevalence  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 32
© 2006 Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

















































Photo: © 2005 Tyrone Turner
 Living In America: Challenges Facing New Immigrants and Refugees
Introduction and In	2004,	the	Robert	Wood	Johnson	Foundation’s	Vulnerable	Populations
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Social Issues Affecting	 There	are	many	similarities	in	the	stories	that	immigrants	and	refugees	tell	about

























The Education System LEARNINg ENgLISH 
Immigrants and refugees said that their lack of English proficiency is a barrier 



















“Just because I don’t 
know English, I can’t 
handle even the 
simplest errands .” 
Chinese Immigrant, 
Orange County, Calif. 











































“I would walk everyday 
to school in the winter 
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EducAtINg tHEIR cHILdREN




































“[The schools] come to ask for translation, or they ask the kids to translate to 
counsel the kids. That is a problem, because we don’t have these counseling services 
that can work with the schools. That is how I ran across some of the kids that were 
troubled…The school counselors come to us, because they don’t have the facility 
to translate. They can’t translate the problem to the kids. Sometimes you see the 
parents will say [to the child], ‘Oh, you are stupid, why do you do that?’ There is 
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Parents find it difficult to help their children with homework and advocate for 





























What’s Working in Benson, North Carolina
The Migrant Education Program aims to help the children of migrant farm workers succeed in schools by increasing 
their self-esteem through peer support clubs and other activities that help forge a connection to their peers . The 
programs are free of charge, located in the public schools with transportation provided . Other programs are slowly 
emerging to help keep children of migrant farm workers in school and encourage them to attend college . One 
connector explained the rationale for these programs: “Not having enough extracurricular activities, what else are 
they going to do? Okay, they are going to be on the street…parents are working, they are alone at home, drugs, 
gangs, sex, so it is very hard…” 
“[Parents] are not 
receiving the kind of 
support that they would 
like to receive in terms 
of how to discipline, 
in terms of how to 
communicate with the 
school system, how 
to follow up, know 
where the child is, 
what opportunities 













Somali and Arab immigrants worry about schools “Americanizing” their children.
Both	Somali	and	Arab	parents	in	this	study	described	a	culture	clash	with	
American	schools.	As	one	Somali	refugee	parent	from	Minneapolis	said,	
“We have also faced difficulties in adapting with the new environment and the 
culture of this country; also it’s a major problem to come to new life with millions 
of people of different cultures, language and religion. The children go to schools with 
all these and they have to struggle adjusting and their mindset changes. When they 













Job Opportunities  Many immigrants and refugees feel stuck in low-level jobs and describe








































Many immigrants and refugees lack safe, affordable 
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Isolation of Immigrant and ISOLAtION fROm gOvERNmENt SERvIcES
Refugee Communities
Undocumented immigrants and refugees awaiting asylum find it hard to get 
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 “She said, ‘But Susie, I don’t have a green card, I’m not legal, but my husband’s 
legal. My mom, she has breast and cervical cancer, and I’m scared to have it. I’m 
scared to have the doctor do a mammogram and pap smear.’ I said, ‘Listen to me. 
You come tomorrow to my center, and I’m going to go in with you and the doctor, 
and I’m going to ask if your doctor is female, because it’s not allowed for you to see 
a man…’ She called me on the second day, and said, ‘I’m not going because my 




















What’s Working in the Twin Cities
For the past several years, the Minneapolis–St . Paul Confederation of Somali Community Minnesota (CSCM) 
has hosted a “Monthly Police-Somali Community Dialogue .” Early this year, for example, a representative of the 
Minneapolis Police Department met with Somali community elders, organizers and concerned residents of Minneapolis 
to discuss the role of community members in stemming the tide of crime within the Somali community . Other guests 
have included the City Attorney, the City Medical Examiner, a police investigator, a beat cop and an officer responsible 
for domestic abuse . At these meetings, a guest speaker gives a 5–10 minute presentation; then community members 
ask questions or make suggestions and comments . The intent is that these meetings will result in informed residents, 
information for the City and cooperation between the police and the community to reduce crime .
“Our community does 
not know its rights, 














ISOLAtION fROm HEALtH SERvIcES
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“After I found a job I 
felt that I didn’t know 
enough English . I don’t 
know the roads . I was 
afraid I would get lost 
when traveling on trains 
and then because I 
don’t know English 
I think it was very 
difficult for me .” 
Chinese immigrant, 
Chicago, Ill.
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“The young are running away from the culture, running away from the parents, 
because that represents ignorance and it represents embarrassment. So, you see 
more and more of kids with the tennis shoes, with the hip-hop, and the gangs. We 
have drug use and teen pregnancy which I’m sure is an aberration in the Islamic 
culture. So, there is an age point where the languages are no longer viable between 
parent and young. We have an adult very often who is speaking Somali or mostly 
Somali–maybe a little bit of basic English. Then, we have a young person who is 
speaking English and a little bit of Somali. Now, how’s the parenting dynamic in 















“I guess you kind of have a population where both parents are working their butt 
off and they are not getting paid. The kids are left on their own and they hope the 
kids will have a better opportunity and will strive academically. At the same time 
there is a gap and I think generally there is not enough communication. Let’s talk 
about sex, let’s talk about drugs, and let’s talk about your mental issues. I think 
that is kind of a foreign concept in the immigrant community, talking about those 
issues and thinking about mental issues. In the Western community it may be a 
mental whatever but in the Asian community they might not see it as a mental 
issue. There are these cultural factors we need to consider and I think there is 
definitely a gap between the children and the parents in terms of certain issues, 
because it is not part of their lifestyle to talk about that.” 
“When the immigrants 
come into this country 
kids are more adaptive 
to a new life than 
the elderly people . 
Eventually the parents 
and kids become far 
apart . Every time the 
parent tries to say 
something they say, ‘Oh 
mom and dad you don’t 
know anything, so stuff 
it .’ They feel isolated, 
they feel useless . The 
family relationship 
becomes cracked right 
in the middle .” 
Connector, Orange 
County, Calif.
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Prejudice, Discrimination ExPLOItAtION ANd dIScRImINAtION 
and Lack of Cultural

































“Last summer we were coming home from the football field, we were still wearing 
our uniforms. An unmarked car got next to us and followed us home. He 
said, ‘Who is driving?’ I said, ‘I am.’ He asked for my ID and called another 
policeman. They arrested us and took our fingerprints and pictures. Why did they 
arrest us? They said they got us confused with someone they were looking for.” 
“A lot of people don’t 
speak up for fear of 
retaliation, that you are 
going to get fired from 
your job because you’re 
just trying to speak up .” 
Connector,  
Dallas, Texas
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Arab	immigrants	in	New	Jersey	also	told	stories	of	police	harassment.	A	woman	in	
the	focus	groups	reported:
“I was in a car accident…The person who had the accident with me…He made 
me turn left and then he hit me. I had a witness, the guy behind me hit me between 
the two cars. My car was totaled. I told the police what happened. I heard the guy 
behind me tell the police what happened. Nothing of this was mentioned in the police 
report. And they blamed the accident on me. I am sure that all of this is because of 
my veil… they didn’t pay any attention to me. Even in the ambulance they didn’t 
take care of me. They put me in the ambulance and I sat on a seat like this one, 
and the ambulance was turning towards Palisades Hospital I fell off the seat. They 
didn’t…I mean the treatment was unbelievable. This is what I felt because I know 
that if someone has an accident that person may be injured and thus be placed in the 
ambulance in a certain way so as not move any bones in my body. They let me in 





















“You don’t have 
a facility…where 
people can…find legal 
representation…after 
9/11, people are in fear . 
They hear stories of 
one Somali arrested 
somewhere and they 
all say, ‘Am I going to 
be next?’ We heard 
horrible stories of 
people just being 
picked out and beaten 
and thrown in jail just 
on false accusations .” 
Connector, 
Minneapolis, Minn.
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LAck Of cuLtuRAL uNdERStANdINg
Immigrants and refugees experience language barriers and lack of cultural 























What’s Working in Portland, Maine
In Portland, Maine, one local hospital uses picture flashcards to educate diabetic patients who do not understand 
English about what foods to eat . There was one case of a daughter who met with great success overseeing her 
elderly diabetic mother’s care . The nutritionist at this hospital, unable to communicate in Somali, had designed 
flashcards with various foods and other items important to a diabetic diet to teach the mother and daughter about 
appropriate diet . As a result of this informal yet highly innovative tool, the daughter left the hospital with a better 
understanding of what she could and could not cook for her mother .
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There is a great need in almost every community for mental health services that 























“I came from a war-
torn country and I was 
having anxiety attacks 
on a daily basis going 
to graduate school 
and working . I literally 
collapsed . I had no idea 
that I was suffering 
from Post Traumatic 
Stress Syndrome .” 
Arab Immigrant, 
Union City, N.J. 
“I don’t know the 
complexities in the 
community of providing 
mental health care, but 
it’s always different 
in each refugee and 
immigrant community, 
the acceptance of 
mental health care .”
Connector, 
Minneapolis, Minn.
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The	following	table	presents	the	recommended	actions	for	each	of	these	categories	and	ideas	on	how	to	implement	
these	recommendations.	
Table 1. acTions and implemenTaTion ideas
Recommended Actions ideAs foR implementAtion
Restructure existing services
Integrate Services to Make them Easier for 
Immigrants and Refugees to Find and Use
Effective approaches to service integration include housing a range of services (e.g., legal services, ESL 
classes, services for school-age children, mental health counseling, help with housing) in the same building. 
The International Institute of New Jersey, for example, provides all of these services and more in one location. 
Mary Center in Washington, D.C., similarly combines health services with legal services, housing, and other 
assistance.
Use ESL as a Window to Other Services and 
Information
ESL classes provide an important opportunity to reach immigrants and refugees who might not use any other 
community service; ESL classes are perhaps the best known and best used service or program in many of the 
communities we visited. 
This study also found that the ESL instructor is one of a few highly trusted individuals that immigrants and 
refugees turn to for help. “It’s the ESL instructors they feel comfortable with, not the regular teachers,” said 
one connector to migrant workers in Benson, N.C. 
Many instructors do much more than just teach English in their ESL classes: they teach about banking, how 
to interact with police, and how to obtain health care as well as dealing with immigration issues. Others like 
to incorporate “softer” topics about American culture and customs, and may bring in guest lecturers and 
outreach workers to enlighten their students. 
target immigrant and refugee needs more directly in current public services
Create More Supports for Immigrants and 
Refugees in Schools
Ideas from focus group participants on improving services in the schools include:
More bilingual school staff and more use of interpreters. 
Written notices sent home in more languages. 
More outreach to immigrant and refugee parents who may be too intimidated to participate in school 
activities. 
Tutoring for their children to prevent them from falling behind.
Greater sensitivity among school staff for different cultures and traditions. 
More vigilance against discrimination at schools by students and staff. 
Seminars for immigrant and refugees explaining school rules and procedures.
School-based programs to bring refugee and immigrant parents into the life of the school.
More counselors and mental health professionals trained to work with immigrant children and, in particular, 










Offer More Affordable and Culturally Sensitive 
Health Care Options
Most immigrants and refugees in this study appear to be receiving only infrequent health care, and almost no 
preventive care. Barriers to health care services include:
Lack of insurance.
Limited availability of free or low-cost care and concern that such programs are not available to 
undocumented people.
The desire to see a health provider from the same ethnic background who speaks the same language.





Use “Cultural Bridges” to Break Down Stigma 
Surrounding Mental Health
Connectors in many focus groups, especially those dealing with refugees, suggested that more attention 
be paid to understanding the cultural barriers to mental health services. Some recommended what they 
call “cultural bridges” or “cross cultural providers”—using community members to enlighten providers 
about cultural attitudes toward mental health. A similar model is the International Institute of New Jersey’s 
“Pathways” program which encourages community leaders to engage and educate their own community 
members on mental health and other services. 
Build new services
Make Interpreter Services More Widely 
Available
Immigrants and refugees in our focus groups ask for more interpreters in sites such as hospitals, doctors’ 
offices, schools, local courts, banks, and the DMV. One Arab immigrant in Union City, N.J., said that having an 
interpreter in the courts is the “second best defense” they have after knowing their rights and laws. A fellow 
Arab immigrant said he knows of only one courthouse in their area that has a steady, reliable interpreter on 
staff. Chinese immigrants in Orange County, Calif., report that Spanish and Vietnamese interpreters tend to be 
available, but that they struggle to find Chinese-speaking help. 
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Recommended Actions ideAs foR implementAtion
Create More Activities for Immigrant and 
Refugee Youth
The focus groups revealed a need for places where their children can congregate when school is out. Some 
parents say their child’s public school does not offer any after-school programs; children may also be unable 
to attend such programs because they lack transportation. This is especially true in smaller cities. In Schuyler, 
Neb., for example, parents wish their children had a YMCA, “like the one in [nearby] Columbus.”
Parents and connectors worry about children, with so much time on their hands and little adult supervision, 
turning to drugs, alcohol and gangs. A connector to Chinese immigrants in Orange County said, “I think our 
kids get drawn into it, because we are not providing any alternative. We lack the youth centers. If the parents, 
or you, or the kids are not involved in church—some of the Vietnamese, our Buddhist churches they have 
something similar to a Boys and Girls kind of program, which is very good. In the Chinese communities in 
Irvine they have Chinese School so you can engage in those kinds of activities or…have music lessons. For 
some of the lower economic group what else do you do? You go to a park and get beat up by other ethnic 
groups.” 
provide more and better information
Make Refugee Orientation Programs Ongoing 
and Address Longer-Term Needs
Some refugees and connectors suggest that more comprehensive, on-going orientation programs would be 
beneficial. They say that current, one-time programs only address the basic needs refugees have when they 
first arrive. Follow-up programs could help refugees with issues such as transportation, becoming citizens, 
obtaining health care services, dealing with discrimination, that emerge once refugees have been settled in 
America for some time. 
Refugees also say they retain little of what they learn in their orientation program due to the stress of arriving 
in the United States. As one connector to Somali refugees in Portland, Maine, noted, “People need constant 
orientation. People are not going to retain all this information.” 
Others say the content of some refugee orientation programs could be changed to incorporate more 
“survivor skills.” Orientation sessions focus on the immigration process and contain little information on 
acculturation skills such as shopping for groceries or using the telephone or public transportation. “There is 
a lot of education still to do with the kinds of things that we take for granted,” explained one connector to 
refugees from Sierra Leone in the Washington, D.C., area. “We have instances where they use bleach to clean 
vegetables, because they don’t know the safe use of some of the products…We still think that they know, but 
they don’t know.”
Provide More Information about Legal Rights Immigrants and refugees would benefit from information about several specific areas of the law:
Labor law. With scant understanding of labor laws, many are working 16 hours or more each day; others 
say they are afraid to quit a job for fear of being sent back to their country of origin. 
Traffic codes. Immigrants and refugees reported being in accidents and not knowing how to resolve them. 
This is an area where participants feel their limited English proficiency makes them especially vulnerable, 
and so information about the specific steps they should take if they are in a traffic accident would be 
valuable. 
Discrimination. Many are unaware that they have any legal recourse when they face anti-immigrant 
discrimination in the work place, from law enforcement, in schools, and in their neighborhoods. 
Some communities we visited report holding informal seminars to bring law enforcement together with 
immigrants and refugees; such meetings enable participants to ask questions about rights and laws and for 




Offer Citizenship Instruction and Guidance on 
Immigration Problems
A shared goal of most of the immigrants and refugees in this study is to obtain U.S. citizenship. Most, however, 
are not familiar with the process of becoming a citizen and do not know how to get information on this 
topic. Others are not clear about immigration requirements. Without a source of reliable information about 
citizenship and residency, immigrants and refugees tend to rely on word of mouth and hearsay, and research 
participants therefore say they would like more information on these issues that they know is trustworthy. In 
one community we visited, information about citizenship was provided in ESL classes through a guest lecturer 
who provided legal advice to immigrants and refugees. 
Supply Opportunities to Learn about Starting 
their Own Business and Obtain Job Skills
Many immigrants and refugees in this study express an interest in opening their own business, but few know 
how to do this. Others simply want to learn practical business skills that can help them obtain a better paying 
job. A resource that can help immigrants and refugees learn about these topics seems to be missing in the 
communities we visited and would be valued by research participants. 
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What’s Working in Dallas, Texas
In Dallas, young Mexican immigrant boys and men play soccer on weekends and, for many adult men, it is also 
their only form of social interaction . According to connectors, Mexican immigrants have formed their own pirate 
league with over 600 teams . “They are playing under their own rules…90 percent of them they’re illegal and that’s 
all they got…But it’s wonderful to see them get together,” said one connector to Mexican immigrants there . This 
pirate league provides an excellent opportunity for outreach, since it is a place where the entire community comes 
together at once .


























What’s Working in Minneapolis, Minnesota
In Minneapolis, Somali TV plays a pivotal role when it comes to educating the Somali refugee community . We first 
heard about the availability and popularity of Somali TV programming while visiting the Minnesota International Health 
Initiative (MIHV) . The non-profit organization uses TV to raise awareness about health concerns (often very private 
concerns) among the community and offers many programs to combat these concerns (for example, they regularly 
broadcast a Somali Family Planning and Child Spacing video) . Programs that are aired on Saturday mornings are 
often rerun several times during the week, due to their popularity . Connectors and refugees alike said, “everyone [all 
Somalis] knows” when to tune in . Somali TV is also said to reach even the most isolated of the community, elderly and 
female refugees, both of whom tend to spend most of their time in the home . Notably, women indicate that they know 
about many important services—“the way the community can help us”—from Somali TV . 
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Other Examples of Communications Networks
In Schuyler, Neb ., some Mexican immigrants have found a good source of information and assistance in their 
employer . The “Pack” in Schuyler [the meat packing factory] offers its employees many opportunities for self-
improvement, including classes in ESL, GED, computer training, and parenting (Head Start) . These are offered in the 
plant’s in-house “Family Learning Center .”
The Asian American Senior Citizens Service Center in Orange County, Calif ., and the Chinese American Service 
League in Chicago, are examples of organizations set up to provide assistance to a single immigrant group, in this 
case Chinese immigrants . Both organizations offer job training and placement services, ESL classes, as well as 
numerous forms of entertainment and social interaction . Chinese immigrants look to these organizations first, and 
rarely know of anywhere else to turn when they need help . Because of the important role these organizations play in 
the lives of their clients–especially the elderly—both are logical points of service for any outreach activity . Notably, 
similarly effective enterprises were not mentioned elsewhere . 
The “welfare office” (Minnesota Department of Social Services or MDSS) is a source of information for many 
refugees, especially women . It is clear from their comments in the focus groups that most women know where to go 
and how to apply for Medicaid and food stamps, as well as ESL classes (part of the refugee package) . MDSS, they 
say, assigned them to a particular school for ESL and gave them bus passes to get to class .


































































Table 2: piloT phase ciTies and parTicipanTs
site populAtion focus GRoup type RAtionAle
Prince Georges County, Md. South and Central American 
Immigrants
1 Group w/ Connectors
2-3 Groups with Families
Emerging community; overextended local resources.
Washington, D.C. Refugees from Sierra Leone 1 Group w/ Connectors
2-3 Groups with Families
Large refugee community; fairly strong infrastructure for 
dealing with refugee issues.
Chicago, Ill. Chinese Immigrants 1 Group w/ Connectors
2-3 Groups with Families
Strong local service providers; established immigrant 
community.
Dallas, Texas Mexican Immigrants 1 Group w/ Connectors
2-3 Groups with Families
Large immigrant population; experience dealing with 
immigrant concerns; resources possibly overwhelmed 
by demand.
Portland, Maine Refugees from Somalia 1 Group w/ Connectors
2 Groups with Families


























































Table 3: phase one ciTies and parTicipanTs
site populAtion GRoup type RAtionAle
Schuyler, Neb. Mexican Immigrants 1 Group w/Connectors
2 Groups w/Adults
Immigrants recruited by local meat packing industry to 
historically white rural community.
Orange County, Calif. Chinese Immigrants 1 Group w/Connectors
2 Groups w/Adults 
“Invisible minority” living among many other immigrant 
groups in crowded urban area. Many demands on local 
resources.
Union City, N.J. Arabic Immigrants 1 Group w/Connectors
2 Groups w/Adults
Understudied population; second largest Arabic 
population in the U.S.; unique post 9/11 experience.
Minneapolis/St. Paul, Minn. Refugees from Somalia 1 Group w/Connectors
2 Groups w/Adults
Largest Somali community in the U.S.; seen as 
successful transition; strong local providers.
Benson, N.C. Migrant Farm Workers 
from Mexico
1 Group w/Connectors Agricultural; fluid population hard to serve; 
unique needs.
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Appendix B:	 In	the	body	of	this	report,	the	issues	shown	by	our	research	to	be	facing	immigrants
Issues Ranked  and	refugees	are	organized	by	the	social	factors	to	which	they	pertain.	In	this
by frequency Appendix,	we	instead	present	these	issues	in	order	of	significance,	based	on	the
and Prevalence  frequency	with	which	these	problems	were	raised	in	the	focus	groups,	the	degree	to	
which	they	were	widespread	and	affected	all	of	the	immigrant	and	refugee	groups	
in	this	study,	and	the	level	of	intensity	with	which	they	were	discussed.	Section	3	
contains	full	descriptions	of	the	nature	and	impact	of	each	of	these	issues.	
Legal	status	(lack	of	legal	documentation)
Language—lack	of	proficiency	with	English
Exploitation	and	Discrimination	
Stress	
Undiagnosed	and	untreated	mental	health	conditions	
Problems	with	the	schools	
Lack	of	job	mobility	and	low-paying	jobs
Lack	of	transportation	and	physical	isolation	(especially	for	women)	
Safety
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
